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The presidents of Guatemala, Nicaragua, and El Salvador signed an economic-integration pact
in their own capitals, and then went to Guatemala May 2 to call for the rest of the isthmus to join
them. The pact, called the Declaracion Trinacional para el Siglo XXI, contains economic and political
proposals and is intended to move the integration process off dead center. Guatemalan President
Alfonso Portillo said the three leaders wanted to accelerate the integration agreed to in the 1991
Sistema de Integracion Centroamericana (SICA). "We've had enough of forums and meetings, and it
was time to take concrete actions," Portillo said. "There are no longer any excuses, since there are no
armed conflicts or dictatorships to hold back integration."
To get momentum in the regional integration movement, the three presidents proposed creating an
"economic corridor" and a customs union. Salvadoran President Francisco Flores said the purpose
of the pact was to eventually develop a trade axis extending from Mexico to Panama and an eastwest interoceanic transportation axis. Nicaraguan President Arnoldo Aleman said, "We should have
production for export as a goal and not for competition among ourselves."

Four states reluctant to sign
The presidents said the pact was not exclusive and invited the rest of the region to participate.
However, only the three countries currently not arguing with each other signed the pact. The other
four Belize, Costa Rica, Honduras, and Panama have border conflicts or other reasons to shy away
from accelerated integration. Panama, with its canal, already has a transportation corridor. Border
disputes between Guatemala and Belize, Nicaragua and Costa Rica, and Nicaragua and Honduras
work against regional cooperation.
As for a customs union, Nicaragua and Honduras are engaged in an angry quarrel about the 35%
tariff Nicaragua slapped on Honduran imports. Nicaragua imposed the tariff in December 1999 after
Honduras and Colombia signed a maritime boundary treaty that ignored Nicaraguan claims in the
Caribbean (see NotiCen, 2000-01-21).
The Costa Rican government declined the invitation, saying there was inadequate preparation
for the integration contemplated in the pact. Foreign Minister Roberto Rojas said that in some
areas, such as free transit of persons across borders and a customs union, Costa Rica could not join
because of its "special situation."
The special situation includes Costa Rica's desire to protect its trade advantage and its problems
with immigration from Nicaragua. Honduran Vice Foreign Minister Tomas Arita Valle said
Honduras would consider joining in the declaration but only if Nicaragua dropped the punitive
tariff.
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Panama now seems more interested in forging new economic ties with the US than with its Central
American neighbors. A week before the declaration was signed, George Munoz, president of the US
Overseas Private Investment Corporation (OPIC), was in Panama to sign an agreement that allows
OPIC to guarantee US investments in Panama. Munoz said that, because of the canal and Panama's
dollar-based economy, it had an advantage over the rest of Central America in attracting foreign
investment. Meanwhile, one day after the three presidents signed the declaration, the Central
American foreign ministers met in Panama to prepare agendas for the next regional summit coming
up in a few weeks.
The summit is expected to take up the Declaracion Trinacional, free trade with Mexico, and border
issues. Franklin Barrett, spokesman for the ministerial meeting, was unable to explain why the
three presidents signed the declaration before the presidential summit. "I choose to think they did
it because their schedules were not so tight," he said. [Sources: Inter Press Service, 02/22/00; La
Prensa Libre (Guatemala), 05/03/00; Notimex, 05/02/00, 05/03/00; La Prensa (Honduras), El Panama
America, 05/04/00]
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